frame has not been erased by its current position as our consummate "African Diaspora Arts and Letters." In the masthead, when I read these words, "founded in 1976, Baton Rouge, Louisiana," I'm always reminded of the wondrous way in which each issue of Callaloo lets the "Black South" rub in such a generative way against those words "African Diaspora." The tension lets us feel the diaspora embedded in the Black South, and any latent, imagined tension between these different frames, Black South/African Diaspora, reminds us that the practice of diaspora is the practice of letting frames cut frames and keep cutting (as Fred Moten writes in In the Break). Callaloo is the poetics of diasporic motion.
Charles Rowell's body of interviews produced throughout these forty years is a vital part of the poetics of Callaloo. The first interview I read was Charles Rowell's interview of Keorapetse Kgositsile. In this interview, Kgositsile explains the movement of African American literature through South Africa. He tells a story about the circulation of one copy of Richard's Wright's Black Boy:
Somebody in Capetown ran into a brother from here who was a seaman. The brother had a copy of Black Boy which he gave to another brother. That book traveled all over the country among those of us who were interested in writing. What was interesting, too, was that nobody ever got selfish enough to keep it. You got it, read it, reread it, etc., and maybe kept it for two or three weeks and passed it on. When it got to me, it was then that I realized I didn't have to have European models to write. After that, I used to spend a lot of time at the United States Information Service Office. There was a library there. It was curious. They had most of Langston Hughes' work. I don't remember any of Richard Wright's work being there. In the early sixties, they got some James Baldwin and Frank Yerby. Those of us who were trying to find black literary models spent a lot of time in that library. This story of one text circulating may seem fanciful, but this story signals the power of the diasporic motion that Callaloo embodies. Like the imagined movement of this one copy of Black Boy "all over the country," Callaloo keeps moving. Cultural movements can congeal too quickly into a shape that belies the nuanced motion of individuals who exceed the boundaries of the packaged modes. Kgositsile in this interview with Charles Rowell was really explaining his own movement through the US Black Arts Movement while in exile from South Africa. During and after the 1960s and 1970s, Kgositsile reframes his Black Arts poetry, mixing his US Black Arts poetry with his South African-inflected poetry, and poetry by other African writers, until it became a poetics of diasporic motion. This mixing and re-mixing is what Callaloo continues to do. As we pause at this glorious forty year mark, we might consider Callaloo's practice of diaspora as not pivoting on bringing separate frames such as African, Caribbean, African American, Afro-Latino, etc. together. Callaloo's brilliant mix and re-mix takes us to what is illegible in these frames. The gumbo signaled through the very name "callaloo" is a mix that can't be separated into parts. As I welcome you to this fortieth anniversary conference, I welcome you to the beautiful mix in this very conference that will bring the literary, the visual, the cinematic, and mixedmedia together. Enjoy the gumbo. . . In its quiet, majestic way, a way that reflects the character and sensibility of its founder and editor, Dr. Charles Rowell, Callaloo has fought the American cultural impulse to contain whatever threatens it." Indeed, Callaloo challenges received notions of race and the realities of colonization. That certainly remains true today. Dr. Rowell's goal of a platform for the Black Southerners in the US to be heard when neither the white literary establishment in the US nor the Black urban north would give an ear has become a vision of a dynamic, movable site for the study, exposure, and disclosure of vital African Diasporic arts and letters, giving platforms along the Trans-Atlantic slave routes for those who desire it, to have their voices heard beyond the limiting constraints of national boundaries. In New York recently, as we celebrated Callaloo, its history and its productions, as well as its future, we were reminded that not hundreds, but over two thousand writers and artists from the US and beyond have been introduced into their respective fields by Callaloo. So where better to have this discussion, these panels, readings, and roundtables to celebrate the opening of public examination of forty years of Callaloo? Where better than this complicated and laudable primary site of Western culture, of empire, of policy, of rigor and mastery, of imagination and inspiration, that has to one extent or another shaped all of us, and as such we are bound not only by history but by lineage to place and to each as well as to Oxford. And at the swirl and roil of Blacknesses, of cultures, what better time for this exchange, what better moment to reach across borders, than this time when countries across the West are tucking in. The writer. The artist. The scholar. We live outside of these constraints. We think outside of such constraints. We create outside of constraints. If there was ever a more important time since Callaloo's conception forty years ago, for Callaloo to be in production and in the world, it is now. Callaloo for forty years has continued to grow and live out its expansive, humane, cooperative, and inclusive ethos while not compromising its commitment to giving a platform to much of the best scholarship and creative work coming from the African Diaspora and in conversation with the African Diaspora. Every decade, Callaloo grows to meet the needs of an ever-protean body, embracing our breadth of communities and providing a template for remarkably productive exchange that does not privilege the scholar or the creative but makes room for both. This is a unique template that is ripe for consideration in academies across the globe gutting the creative from their departments and demanding that the creatives take on the scholar's robe in order to be given their due. Callaloo provides a model in its text, workshops, and conferences of how, over time, inclusion will always trump exclusion. That Dr. Rowell has shared his vision, that he has allowed us to help it grow and succeed, speaks to his visible power. Dr. Rowell, reclusive as you may be, you are no invisible man. The evidence of your works, of your commitment, and of your mettle moves across the world. In our thousands of poems and stories and canvases and papers and interviews, you have necessarily defamiliarized us by reintroducing us and demanding we give each other a proper viewing. We are learning each other's names, not forcing our names upon each other. The significance of this event is just by being here, by crossing the Atlantic, by invitation and by will, we here in this audience speak back to those who would deny the power of our arts and letters. Let the ripple of the great sea of peoples once silenced now speaking in many tongues-writing-create not only for our own lives but for all of our lives. And let it continue. Thank you.
FRANCIS:
BROOKS: Good evening. My name is LeRonn P. Brooks and I am an assistant professor of African Studies at Lehman College, former student of Vievee Francis as a Callaloo Poet Fellow, and Charles Rowell devotee. I'd like to begin by first thanking Charles Rowell for organizing this amazing event as well as for the invitation to provide a few remarks on the significance. Dr. Rowell's voice has been one of the most important in American literature, in world literature, for what will soon be a half-century, and his confidence, his fire, lives in the hearts of so many of us gathered here today. Thank you Dr. Rowell, and thank you Callaloo. I'd like to begin my remarks on the significance of Callaloo the journal and the workshops in Providence, Barbados, and here, Oxford, with a brief discussion of Dr. Rowell's own words from his seminal essay, "Callaloo: A Journal of Necessity":
To recall the founding or origins of Callaloo is, first and foremost, to speak of necessity, as it was then and remains so today: the necessity of inventing and providing a site from which a marginalized group of people as literary poets, fiction writers, creative nonfiction writers, and countless other artists and intellectuals may freely speak. As I have written and spoken many times, Callaloo is "a journal of necessity." In a democracy, a people's right to develop their artistic talents, and their right to be allowed access to forums for their literary voices are as necessary as their right to vote or assemble peacefully and speak freely. In the American South, we, African Americans, were being denied-through state-sanctioned laws and through pernicious forms of economic deprivations-those as well as countless other necessary rights. We were, in fact, denied access to the very institutions and other venues that we as a people, since the seventeenth century, had helped to create, develop, and maintain. Such was the norm in the Deep South until I published the first issue of Callaloo in 1976. In fact, Callaloo was-and remains-a response to those desperate arresting circumstances throughout the African Diaspora, especially those in the American South. The conception, founding, and development of Callaloo are my response to violations of human and civil rights-this necessity, this right to voice, public and private. (The Little Magazine in Contemporary America 51)
In the Alabama of Dr. Rowell's youth, Black people and white people could not be born in the same hospital or be buried in the same graveyard. They could not feast together in the same restaurant or starve or be beaten in the same jail cell. And of course, public libraries were as segregated as literary forums in journals which proposed to express the best of American literature. In short, the field of American literature was perpetuating the same lie of Black invisibility, of Black voicelessness. As was the entirety of our democracy and its legal and social realities. So what then does it mean for a Black man born in these circumstances under the shadow of Jim Crow to dream of creating a journal for Black literature and to work for that dream to become a reality. That the subtitle of the essay is "a journal of necessity" then is telling in that it equates creative rights with civil rights. Dr.
Rowell's writing is precise, direct, uncompromising, and lit with an urgency, a fire which in own poetics does not waste time, air, wind, or breath. The essay is a form of literary protest, providing us with a blueprint for how Black literature is in fact the truest democratic vision. The essay is a civil rights era constitution. Each proclamation is stitched in the moral seams of the metaphoric battle flags we raised in Selma and Montgomery. In 1976, Charles Rowell was already a citizen of the world to come. I can picture Dr. Rowell as a young professor in his office at Southern University, pen in hand, a few rose bushes eying him curiously through a window as he worked. A cup of black coffee on his desk, hot as a Baton Rouge morning. I can picture him mid-sentence writing a grant or on the telephone arranging meetings that would provide the necessary finances for the journal's second issue. Of this moment, he has stated, "Because I had not identified a sponsor or a group of benefactors for Callaloo before I published the first issue of the journal in December 1976, I began to drift toward a state of anxiety. I did not know what the future would portend for the needful regional project we in Louisiana had together created. I did know, however, that capital, like imagination and intellect, is essential to the operation and development of a literary journal." Callaloo, therefore, was not always a given. The journal was one man's dream, but he had to pull together an entire community to make it work.
I have been privileged to be part of this community of activists, artists, and dreamers. At the Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop in 2014, I was allowed a safe space to dream of my grandfather and his Coosa County, Alabama. Doc Brooks was a carpenter and the grandchild of an enslaved carpenter named Ira. As a child, his tuition was a pail of coal to feed his tiny schoolroom's furnace. He split the year between the classroom and the cotton field and then in time there was only the cotton field in day labor. Then only a bottle of gin to smother the ache of Jim Crow in his belly. But his was an American story. A story of the American South. A story of the psychological confines of a small but important reality underpinning democracy and the pain of lawful segregation. I gathered courage to discuss his life in workshops with Gregory Pardlo and Vievee Francis. Together, we burned the field of my memories to nurture the seeds of truth nestled in the ash. Dr. Rowell published the resulting poem, entitled "Sailor," in Callaloo, allowing for this greatgreat-grandson of an enslaved carpenter to find his craft and his own share of our nation's story in a journal of necessity. To summon the words of poet Gwendolyn Brooks in order to provide context for this moment, Dr. Rowell has "summoned the world wind." The world needs the Callaloo journal and the brilliant voices gathered here this evening now more than ever. Just two days ago, I arrived in Oxford from Johannesburg carrying what seemed to be a year's worth of questions peppered with the accents of the many tongues that comprise the diaspora. I can tell you that our African brothers and sisters and people around the world are anxious about the future. Given our troubling context, I would argue that we have never been in such good company as our own fear, our own imaginations, and our own dreams. The dreams are supplying the tools for the protest to come. There is work to do and Callaloo is and has been for the past forty years a significant forum for our voices. May it continue to prosper. Thank you, Dr. Rowell, for being a champion for the unheard and for your visionary service to humanity and the world's futures.
